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Alaska
Talking over six thousand miles of phone line in the '70s meant long
pauses and eery echoes. This could be very disconcerting, especially when I
thought I'd heard a man say he was looking for a New England house to
move to Alaska.
"My name is Ross Brudenell. I live in Anchorage, " the voice
continued, and explained he'd found my name in the Old House Journal
Catalog.
"I understand that you might be able to help me find a house to move
out here," he said.
" Alaska? You're serious?" I asked. "You really want to move a house
to Alaska?"
"Exactly" he replied. "I'm looking for a very early one. Something
built before seventeen hundred. One with the frame exposed and two stories
if possible. Do you know of any?"
I felt as though I was an adoption agency. For a long moment I was
silent, a silence that had nothing to do with the satellite' s shaky connection. .
I wasn't against moving a house that needed to be saved – but grizzlies,
glaciers, Eskimos and the midnight sun—none of these have anything to do
with old New England houses.
"Why would you want a New England house in Alaska?" I asked. "It
will never work. It will never feel right."
"Let me explain," Ross said, and he told me that he'd grown up on the
East Coast and had learned to love and respect New England architecture.
"I moved out here 5 years ago," he said, "And now I need to build a
house. The only choices in Anchorage are fast and cheap look-a-likes, built
with junk material. I didn't know I had a choice until I visited a friend in the
mid-west who was living in a house which had been transported from New
England. It was everything I dreamed of. A kind of house that can be passed
down to generations."
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Trying to be polite I said, "But there's more to it than that. New
England architecture is what it is because of where it is. It tells about the
people who settled this country. Without the right environment —a little
village or surrounded by farm land, it would be as out of place in Alaska as a
Rembrandt hanging in a diner."
"I understand what you're saying," he said. "It won't be in a little
village, but the land I want to build on is reminiscent of the East Coast" He
described a place with hemlock and spruce trees that bordered a lake.
This was one determined guy I thought. But I still wasn't convinced I
wanted to be part of this until he said, "You know one of the most important
things about this project will be to show the carpenters up here how a real
house is built."
"Okay," I said, "now I'm listening," and with those words I instantly
became involved in a long and bizarre project.
****
Three weeks later Ross flew into Boston, rented a car, and called me
on the phone to say he'd be at my house in an hour. Looking out the window,
waiting for his arrival, I was blinded by the rich orange and reds of October.
It was the time of harvest. Surer than hell, I thought, a New England house
in Alaska could never be part of this. Feeling completely out of balance I
wondered how I was going to handle this next step of face-to-face contact. I
had to admit I was intrigued by the mechanics of moving a house to Alaska
and showing off its construction, but I wasn't convinced it was the right
thing to do. I liked the guy, he seemed sincere on the phone, but my image
of an Alaskan was a scruffy bearded, bushy haired, ruddy faced man with
eyebrows like awnings, boots made out of bearskin and beaver pelts slung
over his back instead of money in his pocket. An image that didn't fit with a
person who would want to buy, move, and live in a 17th century house. But
when he arrived and got out of the car I saw a tall handsome man, aged
around 40, with styled hair and a professor's beard. His paisley neckerchief,
tweed jacket and brown polished boots reminded me of an Englishman.
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"You look surprised. Did you expect to see a bear," he said, as we
shook hands.
I smiled. "Yes, something like that," I said, and led him into the
kitchen.
We talked of his flight, the weather, his rental car—while I made a pot
of coffee. But once he was seated, his hands around a mug, it was time for
business. Afraid of being sweet-talked into something I didn't feel sure
about, I remained standing, my hands firmly placed on the back of my chair.
I'd already had one bad experience when a client asked me to survey a
house that he wanted to move from Connecticut to Utah. When I went to see
it, I found a beautiful two story, 1720 house with all its innards intact—
raised paneling, corner cupboards, doors, flooring. But then when I learned
that it wasn't threatened by demolition, I was horrified that he wanted to take
it away. New England had already lost many of its earliest houses and there
was no need to lose this one. I tried to convince my client that it belonged
where it was, that there were others he could buy that did need to be saved,
but he was determined to have this one.
Then, for a moment, it looked like that deal wouldn't go through.
There was a lien on the property. Seventy-five thousand dollars in back taxes
was owed to the government. But that didn't stop my client. He told the
owners he'd pay off the lien if they agreed to dismantle, ship, and re-erect
the house in Utah. On paper it sounded like a steal— Seventy-five thousand
dollars for a completed house. To me it sounded like a suspicious deal. I
didn't trust the men. I could tell they knew nothing about taking apart a
house and my intuition told me they'd never show up to re-erect it. Despite
my warning my client signed a contract. The house was taken down— chain
saw method and its parts did make it to Utah, but the men never showed.
Five years later the house was still stored in a trailer, my client was still
living in the foundation for the house, his lawyers were still trying to get his
money back, and I'd been subpoenaed to give testimony about a house that
never should have been moved in the first place.
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I didn't want to be involved with anything like that again. I needed to
know more about Ross. By the second cup of coffee I'd learned that the
completion of the pipeline had turned Anchorage into a boom town with a
rash of building.
"The houses they are throwing up are depressing," Ross said, and he
mentioned again how strongly he felt about the importance of showing the
carpenters how a real house is built. "It's got to be authentic," he said," I
don't want a post and beam kit. I want something that's been dismantled and
needs a new home."
That worked, I liked that, and by the end of the day I knew that the
house he was looking for was stored in my barn.
I don't know why I'd bought that house. I had never seen it standing,
only lying on the ground in a pile. The land the house had been on, in
Plymouth Massachusetts, had been bought by a couple who wanted a new
house. They decided the old house had to go, but thinking they might use its
timbers for a barn they had taken it down piece by piece When a barn never
happened they decided to get rid of the timbers. They heard I collected old
houses and gave me a call. It didn't matter that the house was in a heap on
the ground, and that I couldn't see if all its pieces were there or if any were
broken, but if any one can fall in love with a pile of old wood, I'm the one.
"We don't have any photographs of the house," the women had said,
but said she remembered that it
was two stories tall and known as
the Bradford house built in the late
1600s, and then told me that if I
wanted it I could have it for the
taking. There was so much house I
had to hire a trailer.
After it was unloaded into my barn, I laid out the pieces, measured
each one and rebuilt the house on a sheet of paper. By the time I had
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finished, a perfect 17th century, two story, end chimney house emerged on
my drawing board.
I showed Ross the drawings of the house. I took him to the barn and
showed him the pile of lumber that were its pieces. I told him I'd sell the
house for ten thousand dollars, thinking that he would think that was a
ridiculous price for a pile of timbers. He didn't flinch.
"Perfect," he said , "just what I want, and it's all ready to travel."
"You realize there is nothing here but the frame," I said. "Granted it's
a beautiful one, but if you want an authentic house it will need old parts to
go with it; doors, flooring, windows, mantles, trim, stairways and bricks for
the chimney.
"But you can supply all that can't you," he said, "And of course I'll
need your crew to come out to Alaska and put it back up."
"Sure," I said, sounding as if this was something we did every day,
then meekly added, "Please think this over. The house isn't going
anywhere."
It was only a few days later that a check for ten thousand dollars
arrived in the mail. Attached was a note:
"Don't sell that house to anybody else. I'll be back to see you
sometime next month and we'll work out the details."
This guy I thought, is really courageous. Although I had to admit the
idea of moving a house to Alaska and putting it back up had become
irresistible.
A week later when I answered the phone and heard that same hollow
satellite sound I thought, that's it— Ross has changed his mind. But he told
me instead that he was applying for a house loan and the bank needed an
appraisal."
"An appraisal! An appraisal of what?" I said.
Normally the rules for an appraisal take into consideration the amount
of land, zoning regulations, comparative sales, value of abutting properties,
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and the condition of the house. "But what are the rules for a house lying flat
on its back in a barn?" I asked.
"That’s where I'm counting on you, Pete," he said. "The bank only
wants to be convinced that this is a good investment."
I hated writing business letters, they made me feel brain-dead. I knew
I could write about the historical importance of the house Ross wanted to
reconstruct but by the time I had written, "To whom it may concern," I'd
bitten the eraser off the end of my pencil. I couldn't imagine what to say that
would convince a loan officer in Alaska to give one damn about a
dismantled New England house six thousand miles away. I started again and
finally, after four hours, I had written nine pages—nine pages about historic
structures in New England, their rarity, their uniqueness and their antique
value —making sure to repeat the words rare and antique.
I explained how important preservation had become in the rest of the
United States, and to prove it I wrote in detail about the tax incentives that
the federal government was offering to encourage preservation of historic
structures.
I cited examples of museums that featured antique houses. In
particular Plimoth Plantation which, I wrote, was only 8 miles from
Plympton where the house had been built by a direct descendent of William
Bradford. Then, in case my readers had forgotten who William Bradford
was, I explained that he had arrived on the Mayflower in 1620, and later
became the second governor of New England. I had no idea if that made a
difference but it filled up more pages.
I told them the house was 24' x 30'. It had 2 floors, a full attic and a
fireplace in the living room, bedroom and kitchen. I explained that the house
was built with 8" x 8" virgin timbers—first growth timbers that had fought
for survival in overcrowded forests which means they have a cell structure
far superior to timber grow in today's managed forests—and I assured them
that these rare 17th century timbers would be fully exposed throughout the
house.
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I imagined all the things the house didn't have yet —paneling, floors,
doors and so on — and included them anyway. And just to be sure that the
bank grasped what a treasure this was I wrote that the parts were so rare that
each piece had a resale value far beyond current lumber yard prices.
I itemized each piece, listed its value and included the square footage
cost to reproduce the same house. I added up the figures and was amazed to
see what a little math could do. The value: two hundred and eight thousand
dollars. How could a bank resist such an investment. I typed it up, included a
set of plans, included my resume, sent the package off to Ross, and
immediately called Doug Keffer.
Doug and I had worked together on many houses. If anybody could
help me pull this off, he could. Where I was a romantic, he was an organizer,
and organization was the vital link for shipping a house to a state that was a
stone's throw from Russia.
"What have you gone and done," Doug said, when I told him I was
sending a house to Alaska and had even promised to send him with a crew to
put it back up. Then after a moment admitted he liked the idea. He liked the
thought of the adventure and, as a carpenter, the idea of the money he could
earn. Instead of $10 an hour (the going rate then in New England),
Anchorage carpenters were earning $24.
"Anyway," I teased, "with your beer belly, surplus mustache and chest
hair bursting out of your shirt, you'll fit right in."
He laughed. "Okay," he said, "but you're sure he's serious?"
"One hundred percent," I said, "He's already paid for the house." We
agreed, it was time to start making a list.
There were building codes to find out about , a crew to hire, a trailer
to locate, and questions that needed answers. Could we buy in Alaska the
kinds of building material we'd need—old bricks for the chimney, plaster in
bags, white cedar shingles, pine clapboards and oak sheathing for the walls?
Did we have enough old material to fit out the house— doors, flooring,
mantles, trim, hardware, wall boards, windows and window frames ? But
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before that could be decide I had to be sure Ross understood the layout of
the house.
When Ross had left the first time I'd given him the framing plans to
take home, but the plans didn't show the interior walls. Now, before he
began deciding where he wanted to put his bathrooms and his kitchen, he
would need to know the location of the original walls
I was particularly concerned about the "great" room or "hall." This
was a room that history had claimed as its own. It simply was what it was—
a room that a person could share but should never try to possess. Its exposed
girts, posts and summer beam were not only structural, but also they outlined
its 17th century proportions. If the room was divided into a bathroom and
kitchen it would be as terrible as somebody deciding to divide up the
Plymouth Rock.
I was reminded of a forty-three year old client who had a house with a
room like this. During the restoration he'd threatened to remove a section of
the summer beam, a post, and part of a girt in order to install an elevator.
"Someday I'll be too old to go up the stairs," he said.
"Yes", I said," but instead of seeing the old age of this room all
you'll be seeing is an elevator reminding you of old age."
The thought made him wilt and I was delighted when he agreed he
didn't need an elevator after all.
I didn't think Ross was that insensitive but I wanted to be sure that he
understood he had a commitment to the house. Certainly if he didn't respect
history's hallmarks the carpenters in Alaska never would.
****
When Ross returned three weeks later, the locations of the kitchen and
bathrooms were at the top of my list. I had made a new set of drawings so he
could see where the interior walls belonged. I unrolled the first floor plan on
the kitchen table and pointed to the front of the house, then the great room
and the chimney area where its fireplace belonged. This room , I told Ross,
more than any other tells the story of the house. It used to be called the great
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room, now its referred to as the living room. It has always been a room
where people gather, food is offered and decisions are made. It has
supported generations of ideas and its outline should be kept exactly as it is.
Then I pointed to the other side of the house.
"Here is the area where you do have choices," I said, and pointed to
the back side of the house. I explained that for generations the walls in this
area had been shuffled around to make way for a variety of uses, — a larder,
a buttery, a pantry, a milk room, a borning room, a sick room.
"And now," he interrupted, "a perfect place for a kitchen, bathroom,
and even a dining room."
"You got it," I replied, and I knew this pile of old bones was ready to
get its life back. I was proud of this house. It was 300 years old and still
adapting —that is, as long as the building inspector cooperated.
As a rule building inspectors and old houses don’t get along. When a
dismantled house is re-erected it has to conform to the same set of codes as
that for new construction. The inspectors can't wait to point out that the
ceilings are too low, the doors are too short, the stairway is too narrow. To
by-pass these rules requires convincing the top guy, the Superintendent of
Codes, that the house has historic significance. But how would a
superintendent in Anchorage understand the meaning behind historically
significant? Ross said we needn't worry, he'd already talked to the inspector
who agreed not to interfere with its type of construction, but we would have
to comply with the Anchorage energy code. I wasn't surprised when I
learned that the R-value (volume of insulation) tripled that of New England,
but I was shocked when I realized that meant six inches of rigid foam on the
inside walls. This would make the house smaller and, even worse, hide the
17th century frame— and that was out of the question.
"Don't worry," Doug said. "We'll put the insulation on the outside
under the shingles.".
"I like that," Ross said. "The threat of cold weather has just made my
house two feet bigger and one foot taller.

Baker - 131

But even cold weather didn't seem like much of a threat when I heard
Ross say, "Don't forget this is earthquake county."
This was something I hadn't thought of, that had never crossed my
mind, that just didn't happen, and certainly, definitely was not included in
my plan. And I didn't like it one bit more when Ross began to explain that
the ground on top of the bedrock is slippery frozen clay.
"During a quake it quivers like a belly dancer, coaxing houses to do
the same," he said "but I'm making damn sure this house will not be one of
them."
"How?" I asked suspiciously.
He explained that instead of the usual foundation of cinder blocks set
on top of the clay, his foundation would be fifty-five feet deep.
"Impossible," I said. "That's as much as a five story building."
"No, not a big hole." Ross laughed, and then explained that his
structural engineer was planning to have steel beams driven fifty-five feet
through the clay and into the bedrock. The top of the beams will have steel
cross-bracing which in turn will be the platform for the sills of the house to
be bolted to. I felt a little better. Anyway I said I did.
But not Doug. I could tell by the way he was chewing on his mustache
that he didn't believe that the contraption Ross had described would prevent
the house from swaying, and neither of us were happy when Ross said, "It
won't"
"That's it," I said, "I'm keeping the house,"
But then I remembered how many times I'd stood in the middle of a
post and beam structure and made it sway by throwing my weight back and
forth. In fact I could hear my words telling a client not to worry, it’s the
nature of an old house. It's built to be flexible. So stop worrying, I thought .
If old houses like to sway during a hurricane, why not an earthquake—at
least a small one. And I began to feel better—until I remembered the
chimney. It wasn't built to be flexible and if there was a tremor its top could
whip about propelling bricks into the air..
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Doug, who had the mind of an engineer, felt this could be a serious
problem.
"We're going to have to re-rod the hell out of that sucker," he said.
Doug, as well as being a carpenter was also a mason, and if there was
a way to keep the chimney together I knew he could figure it out. He
grabbed a pencil and paper and as Ross and I watched he sketched his
solution—a drawing that looked like one of Leonardo's inventions. For the
inner layer of the chimney, the part that would never be seen, he had used
cinderblocks, stacking them so that their hollow centers lined up like a
tunnel. Inside the tunnel he had inserted iron rods that went from the top of
the chimney to the sill. The rods were then welded to the steel foundation
and the hollow filled with cement. He throw down his pencil and took a
swig of his beer..
I liked it. The chimney would be bolted to the steel foundation that
was embedded in the bedrock. It just might work.
****
My kitchen was beginning to look like a newsroom. Pencils, papers
and coffee mugs were strewn all over the place. But at least we now knew
what was ahead. When Ross left he had his own list of things to do—find
out what materials could or couldn't be found in Alaska, get his foundation
started, a driveway and septic system in place and hire an architect to figure
out his heating, plumbing and electricity. It was critical to have everything
ready. After the crew arrived there would only be six months to complete the
house before twenty four hours of daylight would change to twenty four
hours of nights. When Ross had told me about the amount of lighting
fixtures he was planning to put in the house I was stunned.
"You're going to ruin it," I said. "With that much lighting the soft
shadows of old wood will be lost." .
"You've forget," "he'd replied, "In Alaska it's dark six months out of
the year.
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He was right. I had forgotten how different Alaska was with its winter
twilight, earthquakes and lack of restoration material.
Thank God, at least the need for windows was the same all over the
world, and the first thing on my list was to get them ordered. The type of
window for a 17th century house is not a standard item and has to be made
by a company that specializes in early window reproductions. When I called
to give my order the owner told me that there was a long waiting line. But
when I explained that the windows had to be finished in time to go with a
house that was being shipped to Alaska he was fascinated and agreed it was
possible. There was not much else I could do except put a big red mark on
my calendar to remind my self to call him once a week. With that done,
Doug and I were free to concentrate on all the other parts the house would
need. I marked on the plans where the doors would go, the size of the
fireplaces, the location, height and width of the stairway, the floor space of
each room, the areas that would need interior trim and the walls that should
have old boards instead of plaster. The house had nothing, and like packing a
suitcase we had to be sure it was outfitted with every piece it would need. It
reminded me of laying out clothes on my bed before taking a trip to Egypt.
But instead of a bed we would need a lot of floor space, and much more than
the barn floor. Fortunately Bob was busy working on a boat at Mystic
Seaport and the floor of the boat shop was empty.
We dug through my antique woodwork and found twenty doors
exactly the right period for the house and then collected enough old floor
boards for the floors in each room. We collected the antique hardware for
the doors and straightened wrought iron rose headed nails for nailing the
clapboards on the front of the house. Doug rebuilt three chimney breasts to
fit the fireplace openings. We sorted through my collection of interior
woodwork to find boards that were tall enough for two partition walls, a
newel post and balustrades for the stairway, and boards to be used for the
trim work. Then having found enough to outfit the house, each piece had to
be stripped of crumbling paint and broken parts repaired. It was important to
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have the material ready to install and also important to have plenty of extras.
So we added enough old boards to have on hand for building things like
cupboards, shelves and baseboards. Definitely—17th century woodwork
could not be found in Anchorage.
Ross called frequently to discuss his progress and check on ours. He
reported he had hired an architect, the pile drivers had hit bedrock, but
looking for red bricks and white cedar shingles had become as hopeless as
expecting to find Maine lobsters in Alaska. I never bothered to ask how the
loan was proceeding.. I probably should have, but he was sending me money
regularly for the work we were doing so I wasn't concerned. And the
windows? It was March and they still hadn't arrived..
****
We had started in November and by April we were ready to send for a
trailer —the biggest one available. When an 8 x 8 x 46 foot container—its
sides painted with stars and stripes— sashayed its way down my driveway, I
said, "Where's the circus."
"It's right here," Doug said, and I started to giggle. We definitely were
a sideshow.
****
Doug refused to let anybody help load the trailer. He wanted it
organized so each piece would be available as needed. The interior
woodwork, carefully wrapped in blankets, went on the bottom, the flooring
next and then the frame. After those parts were secured with ropes there was
room on the side for eight thousand old bricks, thirty squares of white cedar
shingles, two ladders, six sets of pump jacks with poles, and twenty two sets
of windows, that had arrived the day before. Doug had done such a great job
of packing that there was room left over —but not for long. When Ross got
word he said, "Don't close the doors. I'm going to send over a few things I've
had stored at a friend's house." An antique bed, a chair, a bureau, a box of
old clothes, a bicycle, and a crate of pottery arrived from Virginia. The next
day a hot-tub from Vermont. When I reported that all had arrived and was
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loaded, Ross asked if we could fit in the old shed he'd seen stored in my
field. "I can use those timbers to build a garage," he said.
"What does he think this is? A gypsy van?" Doug said with a groan
when I told him.
By nightfall he'd squeezed all of it in— Twenty one tons of house and
paraphernalia, and when he closed the doors the slam reverberated up to the
moon.
The house was ready to travel, and with an itinerary that read like a
holiday tour. Day 1: Departing at 6 am for a road trip to Boston; Day 2:
transfer to a train for an 8 day trip across the continent. Day 11: arrive in
Seattle. Day 12: board a ship for a cruise to Haines, Alaska. Day 14: arrive
in Haines, for a scenic road trip to Anchorage. Day 16: arrive in Anchorage.
I felt a catch in my throat as I watched the house disappear down my
drive- way. Doug and I had worked round the clock giving it back its life,
but now that it was leaving a part of me still wondered if I was doing the
right thing. But on the other hand I knew the original guy who had built this
house would be proud to know that his house had been chosen to be an
ambassador for New England's first settlers. Sharing a piece of our past
could be as meaningful as keeping a house in its original location.
••••
It hadn't been difficult to find two other carpenters willing to go to
Alaska. As a threesome, Doug Keffer, another Doug, known as big Doug
because he was taller then Doug K, and David, who had a wife and son who
would join him in Alaska, planned to leave a day or so after the trailer, and
reach Anchorage when the house arrived. They packed a camper with tools,
and enough clothes for six months, and in a corner a cage for two black
Labradors. The night before they left there was a farewell pot-luck dinner.
My contribution was a Baked Alaska and when the ice cream didn't melt, I
was sure that was a good sign. Early the next morning I waved them goodbye. The future of the house was in good hands.
It was sometime around mid-afternoon when the telephone rang.
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"Pete," Ross said, when I answered, "Don't send the trailer. The bank
didn't approve my loan."
"Ross," I said, "The trailer left two days ago and the crew are six
hours down the road. You're getting a house regardless."
Two weeks later Doug called Ross to say they were a day and a half
away and expected to be in Anchorage by dinner the next night. When they
arrived Ross didn't have the heart to tell them to turn around and go back, at
least not before giving them a quick taste of Alaska with a meal of caribou
and salmon. But, fortunately, for all of us, the next morning the bank called.
They had changed their minds. The loan was approved.
Weekly telephone calls with Doug assured me everything was on
schedule. Roof jacks, used to hold staging on the roof while shingling, were
the only thing they'd forgotten to bring and they weren't for sale anywhere.
Roofs in Anchorage were simply not steep enough to need them.
****
By the time I arrived to check on the progress it was mid summer.
With a name like Alaska I had assumed it would be cold, but when I stepped
off the plane it was shirt sleeve hot, like a summer day in New England.
Even the tomatoes a guy was hawking in the airport were as fat as a
baseball.
I heard a familiar "Hey"
I turned and there was Doug, He gave me a big hug, rubbed his new
and very bush beard against my check, then lifted me into the air. Then a
hug from David, who had shaved off his beard, and Big Doug who, thank
goodness, looked the same as always.
As we drove to the house I caught them up on the Westport news, but
when Doug said," there she is," I stopped in mid sentence and my mouth fell
open. This was a house I had initially known as pieces, then lines on paper,
and now for the first time, I was seeing it as a whole. I felt like I had just
given birth.
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The new clapboards on the front wall, and the shingles on the roof
glowed in the twilight. The chimney was in perfect proportion with the rest
of the house, and the subtle shadows from the corner boards, fascias boards,
and protruding window frames accented the contours of the house like eye
shadow. The only thing missing were a few scuff marks on the bottom
corner of the new door.
I stepped inside, and for a moment forgot I was in Alaska. The post
and beam frame, location of the partitions, fireplaces, bee hive oven, and
stairway, had given back to the house its 17th century soul. Even the
window sills—deeper than normal because of the six inches of insulation—
offered a place for plants to sit and see the outside. Fortunately I didn't have
to look at the hot tub. It still wasn't installed.
The crew was happy, Ross was happy, I was happy, as was the house,
but I hadn't expected to see it surrounded by monstrous 20th century
domiciles, or a seaplane tied in front on an artificial lake.

The trees and water that Ross had promised were there. It was only
my romantic fantasizing that had placed them in a corner of wilderness.
Now that all its parts were working I could actually imagine
somebody living inside this house. I had even accepted the possibility of an
earthquake. After seeing the foundation and chimney there was a good
chance the house would survive but I wasn't sure about furniture and dishes .
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When I asked Ross, he told me
that the big stuff, like his
grandfather's clock and corner
cupboards would be wired to the wall,
and the dishes kept inside closed
cabinets. It wasn't until 1997 and a 6.8
quake that the foundation, chimney,
furniture and dishes were confronted
by nature. The house, Ross said,
charged around like a wild bull, but
the only damage was pockmarks in the
walls—like pistons the drywall nails pumped in and out, popping out bits of
plaster the size of buttons.
****
By the time the house was finished in November, we had been
working on it for eight months, but during that time Anchorage carpenters
had shown no interest in its construction. There were even rumors that it was
built with rotted wood. But showing Alaskan carpenters a real house no
longer mattered. The house had joined the east and the west together and for
the people in our 49th state it was visible evidence of a New England heritage
that otherwise they may never have seen. The house had even become part
of the sightseeing bus tours, and on days the sky wasn't filled with droning
piper cubs, a driver could be heard announcing. "On your right, folks, is the
oldest house in Alaska."
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